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Today we conclude a three-part series on the prayer life of Jesus. We are exploring what we might learn from Jesus that will be helpful in our efforts to pray. I acknowledge again the insights of Fred Craddock for this series of teaching sermons.
In Luke’s Gospel Jesus is a person of prayer. His life is energized, sustained, and directed by prayer and the Holy Spirit. At every critical point in his life Jesus is praying. In Luke’s account the Holy Spirit comes to Jesus through prayer. This is not a spiritualized Jesus, who is an elevated, holy person, different from us. In Luke’s portrait, Jesus was like us in all ways. He was human. We can learn from him, we can follow in his steps. That means that the Holy Spirit is also given to us through prayer.
How do you pray? In my own life I’ve done my share of on-the-spot prayers. Those are usually the two kinds of prayer that Anne Lamott (Traveling Mercies) says most of us pray "Thank you" and "Help me." Most of my on-the-spot prayers are Thank you and Help me prayers. Today we will consider what Jesus meant when he prayed his thanksgivings. And we will consider how his prayer for help was really his time of surrendering to God. "Help me to give myself over to you. Your will, God, not mine be done."
When Jesus prayed, he often spent time with God in quiet ways. Being with God. Resting in God. When we think of praying, we often think of verbal prayers, spoken words. "Help me, God. Thank you, God. Show me the way, God." These sporadic prayers are ones we utter most often when we are in trouble. But as one person said, "Since I’m always in some kind of trouble, I pray all the time." 
According to Luke, Jesus prayed constantly. He had a practice, a habit, of prayer. He regularly withdrew from people to be with God. I once asked a young woman what turned her toward the spiritual life, to prayer. She said, "I was going through a difficult time in my life, so I went to talk it out with a friend. She asked me, ‘Do you have a practice?’ ‘What do you mean? I asked. She said, "Do you have a definite time for meditation and prayer? I realized that I did not have a practice. I had no definite time and place where I sat in silence to spend time with God. I needed to learn a practice." We all need to learn a practice, a ritual, a way of communing with God, being with God, centering ourselves in God. The practice may be different for each of us, based on what works for us. 
The good news is that prayer is learned. That’s why we turn first to Jesus to learn from his prayer. Jesus’ twelve disciples also needed to learn from him; they needed to develop a practice, a form of prayer that worked for them. It took the disciples a long time to figure out that they needed to learn to pray. They had watched and observed Jesus praying, and they saw what enormous power and vitality he had. They began to see that his aliveness came from his time with God. So they finally ask him (in Luke 11), "Teach us to pray." When they said that, Jesus gave the model prayer, the Lord’s Prayer. We should all learn it and know it by heart. It contains the essence of the Christian faith.
But the Lord’s Prayer is only a beginning, a first step. We start with verbal prayers, just as we do as children. "Now I lay me down to sleep….Thank you for the birds that sing, thank you God for everything." Those spoken prayers get us started. But we can also get locked into thinking that prayer is only words. When we sit down to pray for 30 minutes or an hour, we may run out of things to say to God after five minutes. What do we do with that time?
Sometimes prayer is words, but prayer is also silence, meditation, communion with God. There is wordless prayer, being with God in silence. Henri Nouwen defines solitude as "time alone with God." He defines silence as "listening to God." Solitude and silence are necessary for communion with God. It’s a learned practice. We all need a friend to ask us, "Do you have a practice?" 
In the midst of his peak times of popularity, what did Jesus do? He did not keep adding appointments to an already crowded schedule. He tended to his practice; he withdrew to the desert to be with God. (Luke 5:15-16) He withdrew for solitude and silence.
We move now to another story of Jesus’ practice of prayer. Let me back up and tell the story, and then we’ll get to the prayer. Jesus had reached a time when the crowds were getting larger, pressing against him. He needed to get away. He needed a rest. John the Baptist had been killed. Jesus must have needed some time to grieve John’s death. John had baptized him, and he had been his friend. So Jesus needed to get away.
He left the crowds and got in a boat to go to the other side of the lake. But the people went on foot and found him. They didn’t understand his need to be left alone. All they knew was they had needs. They had family members who were sick. They had diseases. They knew poverty. They had oppression. They had injustice. They had no rights. They needed some help. They came to Jesus asking, "Is there any word from the Lord?" "Jesus, help me." (from Fred Craddock, "The Way Miracles Are Made," cassette tape)
And Jesus had compassion. He taught them. There were 5000 people there that day, not counting women and children. They didn’t ask for any food. They went out there to get some word from God. They needed it and they got it. They stayed with Jesus all day; and at evening, Jesus said to the disciples, "It’s getting late. We need to find some food." The disciples said, "We’re a long way from the nearest village. There is no McDonald’s out here. How are we going to feed them?" Jesus said, "What do you have?" They came up with five loaves and two fish. Jesus said, "Feed them." "But," they said, "How can we feed this crowd with so little?" Jesus said, "Bring it here." The disciples couldn’t feed the crowd, but Jesus fed them, and they picked up twelve baskets of broken pieces left over from the meal. It was enough for everyone to be fed, enough and to spare.
Now, I’d love to have some details about how that miracle worked. But the Bible is silent about the how. All the Bible says is that there was a crowd in the desert. They were hungry, and it was late, and Jesus fed them. It sounds familiar, like the Hebrew children in the wilderness, when God fed them with manna from heaven. "Feed them." And today we continue to hear these same words, "Feed them." It’s physical food, but food for the soul as well.
If we look closely, notice how the story is told. "When it was evening, he took the bread, and broke it and blessed it and gave it to them. What does that sound like? The Lord’s Supper. Communion. In other words, don’t just feed the body, feed the soul and the spirit. This story of feeding people is told as a eucharist, as a Lord’s Supper. Notice that Jesus prays: He took bread and blessed it. At a Jewish meal, you bless God, like we bless the food. Jesus prayed; he blessed God. This is more than our mealtime prayers: "Bless this food to our bodies and us to thy service." It’s more than "God is great, God is good, let us thank him for our food." The Jewish prayer is a prayer that blesses God—gives honor and tribute to God. "Blessed are you, O Lord our God, Creator of the universe, for you sustain all your creatures and satisfy our hearts with good things." This prayer is a marvelous statement of praise to God. The focus is on God, not the food. (from Fred Craddock)
Sometimes at our mealtimes we say, "Let’s return thanks, or say grace, say the blessing." "Don’t eat yet, it hasn’t been prayed over." But in Jewish homes, God is praised, blessed, as the creator, sustainer, provider of all of life. Amen. Our Jewish ancestors would say this prayer over a crust of bread or a glass of water or over a roasted lamb at a family feast. (from Craddock, "The Prayer Life of Jesus," cassette series, Bell Tower Productions) 
Jesus took bread and blessed it—he prayed this great prayer of blessing. "Blessed are you, O Lord our God…" We will find these same words in the Upper Room story (Luke 22:17). After the meal with his disciples, Jesus is taking, blessing, breaking, giving. After the resurrection, Jesus walks to the village of Emmaus and sits at table with the two people at a meal, and here again he says the same four-step eucharistic pattern: taking, blessing, breaking, giving. (Luke 24:30) Ordinary meals become eucharist—that word means "thanksgiving" At the feeding of the 5000, the prayer Jesus prays is blessing God and thanking God for being the provider and sustainer of all life. Today when you go to participate in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper in any church---high church, low church, under a tent or in a cathedral, you will hear this same four-fold pattern: taking, blessing, breaking, giving.
Another prayer of Jesus comes in the hours before his death. Jesus prays for Peter, that his faith would not fail, and that he would turn back to strengthen his brothers. (Luke 22:31-34) Peter denies three times that he ever knew Jesus. Then he repents and returns and becomes the great leader of the church. Now the largest church in the world, St. Peters in Rome, is named after him; and we are even told that it’s St. Peter we have to meet at the heavenly gate to tell us whether we can get in. Peter becomes prominent because, following Jesus’ prayer for him, he repents and does indeed strengthen the church. Here Jesus is teaching us intercessory prayer, pleading with God on behalf of another person.
Then comes Jesus’ prayer in the garden of Gethsemane. He prays with the disciples nearby. They go to sleep, while Jesus prays and struggles with sweat rolling down his face like great drops of blood. "Father, let this cup pass from me." (Luke 22:42) He would like to avoid the suffering ahead, but then he begins to turn toward trust and surrender to God: "Not my will but yours be done." He is moving toward giving his life over to God. 
Here in Jesus’ prayer is the great issue of the spiritual life—whether we can turn our lives over to God and trust in God’s will for us. Jesus knows that he is headed to the Cross. There seems to be no way out, and he struggles with God toward giving over his will to God.
Then on the cross, in Luke’s account, Jesus makes two prayers. The first is "Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing." (Luke 23:34) He is praying here for the major problem of ignorance. Some people commit terrible sins out of ignorance, not knowing. Father, forgive them. They don’t know what they are doing.
The second prayer from the cross is the great prayer of surrender: "Father, into your hands I commend my spirit." Here Jesus is turning in final and complete trust. He is quoting Psalm 31:5, the Psalm we sang earlier in this service. Here there is no cry of being forsaken, no feeling of distance from God. Here Jesus shows a calm trust. He is offering himself to God at his death, in the same way that he offered himself to God in his life.
There are times when we are privileged to be with people as they are facing their deaths. Through the years I have now known several people who, knowing they did not have long to live, have said to me, "I’m looking forward to being with God. Yes, I will miss my family and friends. But I’m not afraid. In fact, I’m pleased about it. I know I will be with God, so I want to give myself to God." That’s surrender.
I remember the story of a woman caring for her mother in her final hours. The mother was near death, but she was struggling against it. She said to her daughter, "I’ve never done this before. I don’t know how to do it." But the daughter said, "Well, Mom, it seems to me that you have been practicing for a long time. You have been praying. You have been focusing on your breathing, and relinquishing one breath after another. It seems to me that you will just lean into it, and give yourself to it."
The mother said, "Okay, get me a cup of hot tea, with a lot of cream and sugar the way I like it." She sipped the tea for a few minutes, and then she lay her head back, relaxed, and gave herself to God. (from David Steindl-Rast)
In many ways, the spiritual life, our prayer life, is an act of trust, a surrender to God. As Jesus did, we want our life and our death to be energized by the Spirit. So, in prayer we hand our life over to God—that we will know the comfort and love of God. 
When we truly pray, we rest in God. We center ourselves. We learn how to be calm. We give thanks. We trust. We give ourselves to God, who is our Home—now and forever.
Amen.
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